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Chapter One


The Borrowed Hour
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The envelope came with the ordinary morning mail, buried between a renewal notice from a property-assessment software company and a thin catalog advertising moisture meters, infrared cameras, roof probes, and half a dozen other tools Jonah Sutter already owned in better condition. It had been pushed through the brass slot in the front door of his office sometime before he arrived, which meant the carrier had come early or someone had used the slot by hand. Jonah noticed that before he noticed anything else. Years spent walking damaged houses, burned-out apartment buildings, flooded storefronts, collapsed sheds, and storm-stripped county offices had trained him to read small departures from habit with more trust than explanation. The envelope sat wrong inside the shallow basket under the slot, angled behind the catalog instead of lying flat with the rest, its lower corner softened by old water damage and its front side marked only by his name in block letters that looked copied rather than written.

Jonah stood in the doorway with his keys still in his hand, letting the office settle around him before he moved farther in. The place was two rooms above a closed tax-preparation storefront on the edge of Killeen, cheap enough to keep after he left the larger firm and small enough to remind him each morning that independence and exile could look almost the same from the outside. A metal desk faced the front window. Two filing cabinets stood against the wall beside a narrow bookcase loaded with flood manuals, building-code binders, aerial maps, insurance reference guides, and old county hazard plans that no one printed anymore unless they had learned the hard way that digital archives had their own ways of failing. He set his keys beside the lamp, took off his jacket, and opened the blinds with two fingers. Morning light spread across the desk in a pale strip, catching the dust on the black plastic edge of his scanner.

The envelope stayed in the basket while he made coffee in the corner and started the computer. Jonah had three active files waiting, all of them ordinary in the way his work had become ordinary over the years. A warehouse roof dispute outside Temple, hail damage or deferred maintenance depending on which party paid for the report. A flooded duplex where the tenant claimed the landlord ignored repeated plumbing complaints before the ceiling gave way over a child’s bedroom. A church annex with foundation movement after last month’s rain, the kind of job that looked simple until someone found an old drainage cut buried under grass and everybody started pretending they had never seen it before. People hired Jonah because he understood damage. They kept hiring him because he understood the difference between damage and story.

He sorted the mail at the desk, moving the ordinary pieces aside until the old envelope was the only thing left that did not belong. It was cream-colored once, stained now along the edges in a way that did not match any recent weather, without postage, return address, or the barcode of a sorting machine. Someone had carried it here dry after it had been wet a long time ago.

Jonah turned it over. The flap had been sealed with a strip of clear tape that had yellowed around the edges. He knew adhesive aging. He had spent too many hours inside ruined offices peeling warped documents apart while attorneys waited for language they could use. The tape was old, or had been made to look old. The envelope itself had the soft, swollen feel of paper that had once held water and dried under weight. Near the lower seam, a faint line of grit had hardened into the fold.

He opened the top drawer of the desk and took out a letter opener. He could have torn the envelope with his thumb. Bills and junk mail got that treatment, along with anything alive only because a database had been told to send it. This one he opened cleanly, holding it by the corners and cutting the top seam in a careful line. The old paper released a smell that moved through him before thought caught up to it: mud, mildew, stale rainwater, and the sour mineral trace of soaked drywall left too long in the dark.

For a few seconds he was twenty-seven again, standing in a county gym with a clipboard in his hand while strangers slept on cots under fluorescent lights and the air reeked of wet socks, bleach, bad coffee, and fear that had become too tired to show itself properly. He had been a volunteer then, not an investigator. A brother with a phone that would not connect. A man repeating the same question to anyone wearing a vest.

Have you seen her?

He set the opener down and tilted the envelope over the desk. A photograph slid out first, followed by a folded copier sheet and a narrow strip of card stock cut from the bottom of a file label.

Jonah did not touch any of them at first. He looked at the photograph where it landed faceup on the desk, and his body tightened in the controlled, almost professional way it always did before a report became personal. The image was damaged, blurred at the edges and freckled with small white scars where the emulsion had lifted. Floodwater had stained the lower half brown. A diagonal crease ran from one corner to the other. The picture had been taken at night in hard emergency light, the kind thrown by portable towers or vehicle bars, flattening faces and making rain look like scratches across the lens.

A woman stood near a set of glass doors.

She was turned partly away from the camera, one arm folded across her stomach, shoulders hunched inside a gray blanket. Her hair was darker from the rain and stuck along the side of her face. Behind her, a county seal had been taped inside the glass, its lettering distorted by water on the door. The photograph had failed to hold the motion around her clearly, leaving only broken suggestions of a reflective vest, a clipboard, a cot, and folding chairs shoved badly against a wall. Above the doors, a sign read BELLWETHER COUNTY EMERGENCY ANNEX.

Jonah’s hand moved toward the photograph, then stopped over it.

He knew the woman before his mind permitted the recognition to become a name. Recognition did that sometimes. It arrived as pressure in the chest, as heat under the eyes, as a subtle change in the muscles of the mouth. The brain could stay behind the body for a moment and pretend the body had made a mistake.

Mara.

He sat down without remembering the decision to sit. The chair gave a short metal complaint beneath him. Across the desk, the computer monitor glowed over an empty login screen, waiting for a password his fingers had typed thousands of times. Jonah stared at the photograph until the woman’s shoulder, jawline, and lowered head became impossible to argue with. Mara Sutter had stood outside the Bellwether County Emergency Annex wearing a gray blanket on the night the county said she never reached it.

The office became too quiet. The traffic outside still moved along the street below, tires hissing over pavement damp from last night’s rain, a truck braking at the corner, someone’s radio passing under the window with a muffled pulse of bass. Inside, the small sounds sharpened around him. The computer fan. The old wall clock above the filing cabinets. Coffee dripping into the pot in the corner after he had forgotten he started it.

Jonah looked at the bottom of the photograph.

A timestamp had been printed in blocky red digits along the lower right corner, partially smeared but still legible enough to make his skin feel too tight for his hands.

2:43 a.m.

He leaned closer, refusing the number the way a person refuses a sound in the house at night by deciding it must have come from the pipes. The official Bellwether flood report placed Mara’s death at approximately 2:00 a.m., based on water level, vehicle recovery location, and medical examiner estimate. The state summary had rounded it to between 1:50 and 2:05. The civil filings used 2:00 because clean numbers made testimony easier. Jonah had read the line so many times he could have recited the page number, paragraph, and footnote while half asleep.

Subject is believed to have been swept from County Route 19 prior to arrival at designated shelter.

Prior to arrival.

That phrase had lived in him for fourteen years.

He picked up the photograph by its edges and carried it to the window. Under natural light, the damage looked older, more deeply set into the paper, but the annex sign still held. So did the red timestamp beneath Mara’s rain-darkened shape.

A simple fake would have gone cleaner. People who forged documents for impact tended to overstate the thing they wanted believed. They made faces clear, labels centered, times perfect, backgrounds useful. This photograph had the ugly incompleteness of something recovered rather than staged. Its proof sat half-buried inside damage, and that made it worse.

Jonah returned to the desk and opened the folded copier sheet.

It was a route-correction slip, or a copy of one. The original had been scanned crooked, then photocopied at least once more. Old form numbers ran along the bottom edge. Much of the header had been blacked out, but several lines remained visible.

ROUTE DISPUTED

HOLD FOR CORRECTION

BELLWETHER ANNEX

A sequence number followed, then a string of county abbreviations and transfer codes. One notation had been circled in black ink by whoever sent the envelope. Jonah saw the first part and felt the office tilt in a small, controlled way that did not reach the walls.

CR-19 / SECONDARY EVAC / REVISION PENDING

County Route 19. Mara’s route.

He unfolded the sheet fully and flattened it with his palm. The language on the slip was bureaucratic in the particular way that always made him distrust it. No one writing for an ordinary human being used phrases like secondary evac revision pending while people were being pulled out of floodwater. That kind of language came later, after the dead had names, after responsibility had shapes, after someone needed the record to become less dangerous. He scanned for an agency mark, a file owner, a routing stamp. Most of it had been covered or degraded, but along the side margin a faint transfer notation remained visible.

ARCHIVAL ROUTE REVIEW / STATE MAP CORRECTION UNIT

Jonah stared at the line longer than he meant to.

The Map Room case had been all over the professional channels for a short period before vanishing under the usual layers of denial, legal pressure, and public exhaustion. He had never been involved, though he had saved three articles and one leaked memo because corrected maps interested him in the same way storm patterns, flood elevations, and false damage claims interested him. A man named Evan Rusk had been attached to some of it, a records specialist from a county office where old roads and emergency overlays had apparently stopped behaving like fixed information. Most people treated the story as a rural conspiracy dressed in paperwork. Jonah had read enough corrected reports in his life to know that official records did not need ghosts to ruin people. They only needed time, incentive, and someone willing to call an erasure a revision.

He reached for the strip of card stock last.

It had once been part of a file label, cut roughly with scissors. The adhesive backing had gone brittle. A typed label clung to the front under a film of grime.

BELLWETHER FLOOD / INTAKE OVERFLOW / BOX 19

Under that, written in faded black marker, were three words.

M. SUTTER - HOLD

Jonah set it down beside the photograph. Together, the three items made a deliberate shape on his desk. The photograph put Mara alive at the annex, the correction slip tied her route to a later revision, and the file label suggested a box, an intake overflow, and a hold order that had never appeared in any report Jonah had been allowed to see.

Allowed. The word came with a bitter pressure behind it.

He opened the top drawer again and removed a pair of nitrile gloves from a box he kept for field inspections. He put them on slowly, tugging each finger into place. The small ritual steadied him. Evidence belonged to procedure before emotion could contaminate it. He had built an adult life around that idea, then spent years proving how poorly it worked when the evidence had his sister’s face.

The scanner warmed with a soft mechanical hum. Jonah scanned the photograph at high resolution, then the correction slip and label strip, saving each file under neutral names that meant nothing to anyone who might glance at the folder later. He created duplicate copies on an encrypted drive and a cloud account under a client archive label. After that he photographed each item from several angles with a ruler along the edge. Under the desk lamp, the envelope gave him nothing useful: no sender mark, no indentation beyond his name, only a few pale fibers caught in the flap from old paper, old boxes, or any number of ruined offices across the state.

He should have called someone.

That was the first normal thought that returned with enough shape to be useful. An attorney was one option. Rina Sells was another, if her old number still worked, though their last conversation had ended with her telling him he would bury himself in paper until there was nothing left for anyone to love. His father should have been the obvious call, but Owen Sutter had made his position clear long ago by placing Mara’s framed graduation photo in the hallway and refusing to talk about county routes, intake logs, response delays, or the night Jonah told her which road still looked passable from the updates he had. Anyone with a badge would tell him to turn over the envelope and wait.

Jonah had waited fourteen years. Waiting had become another form of obedience, and obedience had given him a grave, a report, and a sentence written by someone who wanted the dead to stay in the place where paperwork had put them.

He opened the bottom drawer and removed the old Bellwether file.

The folder was thick enough to strain the clasp, its edges softened from years of handling. He kept the official material in chronological order because chronology was the only kindness he had managed to impose on it. Weather alerts, road closure notices, dispatch summaries, shelter lists, recovery reports, medical examiner extracts, and civil filings filled the front sections. Settlement references sat behind them, gathered through men who drank too much after depositions and women in county offices who still knew how to make a copy when a question bothered them enough. Near the back, sealed in plastic, was a folded county map marked with his own notes from the year after Mara died.

He spread the map across the desk, weighting the corners with whatever sat closest: a stapler, the coffee mug, the tape dispenser, and the metal base of the lamp. Bellwether County unfolded in pale roads and blue floodplain markings. County Route 19 curved south of town, crossed two drainage channels, then angled toward the emergency annex by way of a service road that had since been renamed. Jonah traced the route with his gloved finger. He had done it so often the motion felt less like remembering than checking a scar for changes.

Mara had called him at 1:18 a.m. Her apartment complex was taking water. She had been calm at first because Mara usually sounded calm when she was scared; she had inherited that from their mother, the ability to make panic sound like impatience. Jonah had been twenty-seven, driving toward Bellwether from the east, listening to public safety updates through a borrowed scanner app while cell service faded in and out. He told her to avoid the main bridge and take Route 19 because, according to the latest update he had seen, it remained open to high-clearance vehicles and emergency traffic. Mara drove an old Cherokee with bad door seals, a cracked windshield, and enough stubbornness to trust it longer than she should have.

At 1:41, she texted him that water was over the low section but moving slowly.

At 1:46, she wrote, I see lights ahead.

After that, nothing.

According to the report, her vehicle left the roadway before she reached the annex. Two days later, the recovery team found the Cherokee wedged against a stand of pecan trees downstream, the driver’s door open. Her body was recovered farther south. Jonah had read the autopsy language once in full and never again, though the details remained inside him with the accuracy of things he wished he could forget.

Now a photograph said she had made it to the annex.

He pulled the official shelter intake list from the folder and placed it beside the copied label. Mara’s name did not appear. It had never appeared. He had argued that absence through two offices, one attorney, and a state reviewer who explained with bureaucratic gentleness that intake during disasters could be incomplete. Jonah had believed that sentence for exactly as long as it took to understand that incomplete was the word agencies used when complete would become expensive.

He took out a legal pad and wrote the time from the photograph.

2:43 a.m.

Below it, he wrote the official estimated death time.

2:00 a.m.

Then he wrote the phrase from the correction slip.

CR-19 / SECONDARY EVAC / REVISION PENDING

His hand stayed on the pen after the last letter. The words looked too ordinary on the yellow paper. They lacked the force they carried in him. That had always bothered Jonah about records. In records, a person could move from alive to dead by the force of one line, a failure could become weather through a timestamp, and a corrected route could erase a decision cleanly enough that only the people who loved the missing kept feeling the seam under the surface.

The wall clock ticked above the filing cabinets. Jonah looked up at it because the sound had grown louder, or because he had become aware of it with the kind of attention that made ordinary things seem guilty. The minute hand rested between numbers, trembling in place. He watched it until it moved.

Then he looked at the timestamp on the photograph again.

2:43 a.m.

The wall clock read 2:43.

Jonah’s office had filled with morning light. The street below was active. His coffee had gone cold in the pot. The computer screen had gone dark from inactivity. He stared at the clock, then at the window, then at the photograph. It was 9:16 according to his phone when he tapped the screen awake. The wall clock remained at 2:43, ticking with calm mechanical confidence, as if the rest of the room had made the mistake.

He stood and crossed to it. The clock was cheap, battery-powered, bought from a hardware store six years earlier after the old one fell and cracked. He took it down from the hook and opened the back. The battery sat properly in its slot while the second hand kept working, though the minute hand refused to advance.

Jonah removed the battery.

The ticking continued for three seconds after the battery left the clock.

He held it in his palm until the sound stopped.

A memory moved behind him then, quick and incomplete. Mara sat in the passenger seat of his truck the summer before the flood, bare feet on the dash despite his telling her every time to put them down, arguing that every official sign in Texas sounded like it had been written by a man who had never been late, lost, or afraid. He had forgotten that line. Or he had buried it under larger things. Either way, it arrived with the smell of wet paper still rising from the envelope and the photograph of her standing under annex lights at a time when she had supposedly already become a body in floodwater.

Jonah put the clock on the desk faceup beside the photograph.

For several minutes he did nothing. He listened until the ordinary sounds of the office began separating themselves from the silence around the photograph. He waited for the part of himself that had learned professionalism to tell him this was a hoax, a fraud, an emotional manipulation aimed at a man whose history was searchable if someone knew where to look. That explanation had shape and usefulness. It would let him photograph everything, bag the material, call the police, and spend the rest of the day pretending the office had not changed.

Instead, his eyes returned to the map: County Route 19, the service road, and the emergency annex.

He knew what obsession looked like from the outside because clients had shown it to him for years: burned houses, binders of ignored emails, collapsed ceilings, and dates repeated with the exactness of prayer. They could be wrong or unbearable, and sometimes they were the only people in the room still telling the truth because everyone else had enough distance to call it complicated.

Jonah had never trusted closure. He had seen too much paperwork built to imitate it.

He removed the gloves, folded them inside out, and dropped them into a small evidence bag from his field kit. Then he placed the photograph, the correction slip, the label strip, and the envelope into separate sleeves. Each movement became careful, almost calm, though calm had nothing to do with it. His body knew the first stage of a claim better than his heart did. Preserve the material first. Build the chain. Let the damage lead backward until the story gives way to cause.

He opened a blank case file on his computer and typed the file name.

BELLWETHER / SUTTER / REOPENED

The cursor blinked at the end of the line.

Jonah stared at it for a while, then added the date.

He did not type Mara’s name again. The photograph had already done that. The envelope had reached across fourteen years, entered his office before him, and placed her back inside the hour that had taken her. Whoever sent it knew enough to hurt him with precision. Whatever had preserved it knew worse.

Jonah looked once more at the old route map spread across his desk. Bellwether County waited under his hands in faded ink and corrected roads. Somewhere inside that paper, inside a file box marked intake overflow, inside a county annex scheduled for demolition, there was an hour the official record had borrowed from the dead and never returned.

He picked up the phone and searched for Rina Sells.
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Chapter Two


The Borrowed Hour
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Rina Sells still had the same number, or at least the number still belonged to a phone that accepted calls under her name. Jonah stood beside the desk while it rang, watching the old Bellwether map shift slightly under the draft from the ceiling vent. Four rings, then a recorded voice that sounded older than he remembered and flatter than any living person would want to sound. You’ve reached Rina. Leave it if it matters. The message ended with a faint click and a few seconds of open silence, as if the phone expected the caller to understand how much distance had been built into that instruction.

Jonah did not leave his name right away. He looked at the photograph on the desk, sealed now in a clear sleeve, Mara’s damaged outline caught under plastic beneath the morning light. There had been years when Rina would have answered on the first ring, breathless from walking somewhere, suspicious before he explained himself, already halfway into whatever question he had brought her. She had been the only reporter in Bellwether County who kept asking about the flood after everyone else learned to call it tragedy and move forward. The last time they spoke, she told him that proof could rot in a man’s hands if he held it too tightly. He had thought it cruel at the time. Later, he understood she had been describing herself too.

“It’s Jonah Sutter,” he said after the tone. His voice sounded steadier than his hand felt. “I received something tied to Bellwether. A photograph. A route correction slip. I need to know if you ever saw a file marked intake overflow, Box 19. Call me when you can.”

He ended the call before he could say Mara’s name into the recording.

For a while, the office returned to its ordinary shape around him. The computer waited. The coffee pot burned quietly in the corner. Outside, a delivery truck backed into the alley behind the tax office downstairs, its warning beeps muffled by brick and glass. Jonah put the phone facedown and opened the old Bellwether file as if he had not already carried every page inside him for fourteen years. Memory had never been enough. That was one of the first things the flood taught him. What a person remembered and what the record permitted were different countries, and anyone trying to cross between them without authorization could lose years proving where they had started.

The original report began with weather because weather was useful. Weather made the dead feel less personal. Bellwether County had taken nearly nineteen inches of rain across forty-eight hours after an early-season storm system stalled over the region and dragged band after band of water across soil that had already been saturated from the week before. The official summary described swollen creeks, overtopped low-water crossings, communication failures, improvised shelters, and multiple route closures. It used words like unprecedented, dynamic, and rapidly evolving, which were the words agencies chose when no one wanted to name a decision too early. Jonah had written similar language for clients who paid him to be accurate without making anyone sound negligent. He knew the trade. He knew the mercy and the cowardice inside it.

He turned the pages with the care of habit. The report had been printed from a county PDF, then marked over the years in pencil, blue ink, red ink, yellow tabs, and one long streak where coffee had bled across the margin during a night he no longer remembered clearly. He had taped torn corners, replaced rusted paper clips, and copied the most important pages twice because he trusted paper only slightly more than he trusted servers. The section on County Route 19 was near the middle, filed under transportation disruption. He opened it without checking the index.

County Route 19 remained conditionally passable for emergency and high-clearance traffic until approximately 1:35 a.m., after which field reports indicated rapid water rise along the south culvert approach.

That sentence had convicted him for years.

Mara had called at 1:18. Jonah had been east of Bellwether, driving through rain so hard his wipers could barely clear the windshield. She said water was coming into the lower units and people were trying to reach the school gym, but the bridge near the main road was blocked. He had looked at the latest update on his phone when he still had enough signal to refresh the emergency page. Route 19 was marked yellow, not red. Delayed access, high clearance recommended. He told her to take it slowly, keep the engine moving, and trust that the annex was safer than waiting in a parking lot while the water came up. He was coming from the other side.

After she died, everyone who wanted to be kind told him he had done the best he could with the information available. People said that with lowered voices and soft eyes, as if kindness could change physics or timestamps. Jonah learned to nod because grief made other people uncomfortable when it did not accept the lines they offered. The report said Route 19 did not become impassable until after Mara had already been on it. That meant he had not sent her onto a closed road. The county still avoided answering for leaving it open too long.

Now the correction slip on his desk used different language.

CR-19 / SECONDARY EVAC / REVISION PENDING

He placed the copied slip beside the report and copied the wording into his legal pad. The phrase secondary evac had never appeared in the public file. He knew because he had searched for it in every document he obtained, every deposition excerpt, every email printout, every spreadsheet of shelter movement and road status pulled through open-records requests until the county started delaying responses with processing fees and incomplete production claims. Secondary evacuation meant someone had moved people after initial intake. It meant the story did not end at the route. It meant Mara might have arrived somewhere, been entered somewhere, been assigned somewhere, and then been moved again.

Jonah turned to the shelter section. The Bellwether County Emergency Annex had been designated as a support site after the gym filled beyond capacity. The report called it an administrative annex converted for emergency use during overflow conditions. He read the sentence and remembered the photograph: Mara hunched under a gray blanket, glass doors behind her, the county seal on the window. The annex had been presented in the official record as peripheral, useful but minor, a place for staging supplies, registering evacuees, and routing transport. It had never been treated as a place where the central truth might have passed through and left a wet mark.

He had been inside the annex once after the flood, almost three weeks after Mara’s funeral, when grief still moved through him in practical bursts. He went because someone at the county office mentioned boxes. Intake cards, volunteer sheets, supply inventories, water-damaged documents waiting for disposal or transfer. At that point he believed truth had physical location. A thing happened, so some paper somewhere had received it. He drove to the annex under a white afternoon sky and found a low brick building with plywood over two windows, a dumpster in the side lot, and workers carrying warped file boxes out through the back entrance. A woman in a county polo stopped him at the lobby and told him disaster records had been secured. When he asked for the shelter logs, she said requests had to go through the proper office. When he gave Mara’s name, the woman’s face changed for less than a second before it became official again.

He had not remembered that face in years. Now it came back with unpleasant clarity.

Jonah pulled the old intake list from its sleeve and spread it flat. Names ran down the page in uneven rows, some typed, some handwritten from forms later entered into the system. Arrival times, household counts, medical notes, and transport dispositions had all been forced into columns that looked more orderly than the night they described. He had highlighted every gap larger than twenty minutes. He had circled all entries listed between 1:30 and 3:00 a.m. because the report placed Mara’s death in that window. Mara’s name was absent. So was any unidentified woman matching her description, any gray-blanket note, any transfer marker or hold classification.

He opened the scanned copy of the photograph on his monitor and enlarged the area behind Mara. The image broke apart as he pushed closer, faces flattening into pixels, light blooming around reflective tape and wet glass. He adjusted contrast, sharpened edges, and reduced glare. He had done similar work on roof claims when someone tried to prove date of loss from a security camera. The sign became clearer. The county seal sharpened enough to show the Bellwether star emblem. A clipboard near the intake desk remained unreadable, though he could make out rows of dark marks where a form had been filled by hand. Behind Mara’s left shoulder, near the lower edge of the frame, stood a stack of cardboard file boxes on a folding table.

Jonah leaned toward the screen.

Most of the labels were blurred by motion and water on the lens. One box sat at an angle with its side facing the camera. He zoomed until the image degraded, then backed off and changed the filter. Three characters emerged from the label in broken black print.

19.

His hand tightened on the mouse.

The strip of card stock on his desk had once belonged to a file label. BELLWETHER FLOOD / INTAKE OVERFLOW / BOX 19. The number existed in the photograph too, behind Mara, inside the same night the county claimed she never reached the building. That kind of alignment could be staged by someone with skill and access, but staging required intent, and intent required a reason. Jonah had enemies in a broad, professional way. Contractors disliked him. Adjusters found him difficult when he refused to soften language. Attorneys used him until he became inconvenient. None of them knew enough about Mara to invent Box 19 with precision.

He saved the edited image separately, then printed it on matte paper. While the printer worked, he walked to the sink in the corner and poured out the coffee he had forgotten to drink. It had burned thick in the pot. The smell coated the room and made the wet-paper odor seem deeper. He rinsed the glass carafe and watched the dark water spiral into the drain. His reflection moved in the small mirror above the sink, older than the man who had once driven toward Bellwether with one hand gripping the wheel and the other holding a phone that kept losing signal. He had gray at his temples now, just enough to make Mara remain twenty-three in a way that felt obscene. She had become fixed by the report, by the funeral, by the framed photograph at Owen’s house, by Jonah’s inability to imagine her aging without feeling that he had betrayed the version of her who never got to.

The printer clicked behind him.

He returned to the desk and pinned the new printout to the corkboard beside the map. The board had been clean when he rented the office. Over time it had become the place where unresolved cases went to bother him in daylight. Most claims left after a month. Some stayed longer. Bellwether had occupied the board for almost a year after he opened the office, until a client came in, saw Mara’s route map, and asked whether it was part of his current caseload. Jonah had taken it down that afternoon and placed the file in the bottom drawer. He told himself he was making room. The truth was more ordinary and less flattering. He had grown tired of watching people notice the grief before they noticed the work.

Now the map went back up.

He marked the official route in blue pencil from Mara’s apartment complex to the annex. Then he marked the service road shown on the correction slip. The route crossed the old south culvert, passed the maintenance yard, and joined a road that no longer existed under its original name. He checked the current county map online and found that the service road had been renamed three years after the flood, then partially decommissioned. He found no archived public notice explaining why. That was familiar. Roads changed names for reasons ranging from development to politics to someone wanting search results to become less useful. In disaster records, geography could be softened the same way language could. A road became a corridor, a failure became an incident, and a body found downstream became prior to arrival.

Jonah opened the medical examiner extract and read the lines he usually avoided. The language was clinical, spare, and careful around uncertainty. Estimated time of death had been derived from conditions at recovery, environmental exposure, and witness reports. Witness reports. He underlined the phrase years ago, then again during an appeal, then circled it after someone in the sheriff’s office told him the estimate depended partly on the assumed route because no one had seen Mara after her last text.

No one official had seen her after her last text.

The photograph changed that.

He took out the phone and called his father.

Owen Sutter answered on the sixth ring with television noise behind him and the guarded breath of a man who already knew which son was calling and what kind of trouble might come with it.

“Jonah.”

“Dad.”

There was a pause filled by the faint murmur of a weather report or game show, too low for Jonah to identify. Owen had retired from the feed supply company two years earlier and now spent most mornings at the kitchen table, drinking coffee from the same chipped mug and watching whatever channel happened to be on when he turned the set on. Jonah knew the room without seeing it: yellowed walls, oak cabinets, linoleum worn pale near the sink, the hallway where Mara’s graduation photo still hung between a framed print of bluebonnets and a smoke detector with a dying battery Owen refused to replace until it chirped.

“You working?” Owen asked.

“At the office.”

“Everything all right?”

Jonah looked at the photograph on the corkboard. The answer should have been simple. No, everything was not all right. Something had opened. Something had reached him. Mara was standing under annex lights fourteen years after the county finished arranging her death into language it could defend.

“I need to ask you something about Bellwether,” Jonah said.

Owen exhaled through his nose, and the television went quiet a moment later. The remote clicked against the table. “I thought we were past that.”

“We were never past it.”

“I was.”

The words landed without heat, which made them worse. Owen had not forgiven the flood. He had simply built a life around refusing it further access. Jonah understood the difference, though understanding had never made obedience easier.

“Do you remember anyone mentioning the emergency annex?” Jonah asked. “During the search. Afterward. Any official, volunteer, neighbor, anybody.”

“They mentioned a lot of places.”

“Specifically the annex.”

“You asked me this years ago.”

“I’m asking again.”

Owen was silent long enough that Jonah heard the kitchen chair creak. “They said she didn’t get there.”

“I know what they said.”

“Then you know what I remember.”

Jonah rubbed the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. He had not meant to start by cornering his father. He had meant to ask clean questions, establish recall, compare old statements against new material. Family ruined procedure. It put tenderness and anger in the same room and lets neither one behave.

“I received something this morning,” he said.

Owen did not answer.

“A photograph. It shows Mara outside the annex.”

“No.”

“You haven’t seen it.”

“I don’t need to see it.”

“Dad.”

“No,” Owen said again, and this time the word carried the weight of years spent practicing it. “People find things and make things, then send them to people they know they can hurt. You think I don’t know what the world is like now? Anybody can put a face anywhere.”

“This isn’t that.”

“You don’t know what it is.”

“I know enough to check.”

“You always know enough to check.” Owen’s voice hardened, then tired itself out in the same breath. “That’s been the problem since they pulled her from the water. You check and check and check, and every time you find something that doesn’t fit, you call it truth because it hurts more than the last thing.”

Jonah looked at the legal pad. The marks on it had become a small map of the reopened night: 2:43 a.m., CR-19, secondary evac, Box 19. He should have photographed the evidence and driven it to Owen before calling, waited until he could see his father’s face, done any number of things people would later describe as humane. Instead, the old force inside him had already begun arranging priorities, and humanity was sliding behind sequence.

“She was alive at 2:43,” Jonah said.

Owen’s breathing changed on the line.

“The official report says she died before two,” Jonah continued. “The photo shows her at the annex. There’s a route correction tied to County Road 19 and a file label from intake overflow. Box 19. Her name is marked hold.”

Owen said nothing.

“I’m going back to Bellwether,” Jonah said.

“You were always going back.”

“That’s not fair.”

“No, it’s accurate.” Owen’s voice dropped lower. “That place took Mara. It took your mother in pieces after. It took whatever you were before you learned to talk like a deposition. I still have one child alive, Jonah. I’m asking you not to hand yourself over because somebody put a picture through your door.”

The sentence found him in a place he had not prepared. Jonah looked away from the board toward the front window. Across the street, a woman stepped around a puddle with a toddler on her hip. A bus sighed at the curb. The ordinary morning continued with a cruelty so steady it no longer looked like cruelty at all.

“I’m not handing myself over,” he said.

Owen gave a short, humorless sound. “You don’t hear yourself.”

“Did anyone ever tell you Mara reached the annex?”

“No.”

“Did anyone ask you to sign anything connected to an amended report?”

“Lawyers handled most of it.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“I signed what they put in front of me because your mother was half dead in the chair beside me and you were in the hallway trying to fight a deputy.”

Jonah closed his eyes. He remembered the hallway. Beige walls, vending machine light, rain still running from his jacket onto the floor. A deputy with a red face and kind eyes blocking the records office because Jonah had demanded the unredacted route logs while his sister’s funeral flowers were still fresh. In memory, he had always made the demand sound justified. In memory, he usually left out his father sitting ten feet away with both hands pressed over his mouth.

“I need to see whatever settlement paperwork you still have,” Jonah said.

“You’ve seen it.”

“Maybe not all of it.”

Owen was quiet again. “There’s a box in the closet. Same place. I haven’t opened it in years.”

“I’ll come by this afternoon.”

“No.”

“Dad.”

“If I let you in here with that photograph, you’ll put it on my table. You’ll make me look at it. You’ll tell yourself I deserve to know, and maybe I do, but I’m telling you I can’t today.”

Jonah had built much of his life around pushing past resistance, and for one moment the old movement gathered in him: ask again, apply pressure, use the new evidence until the other person gave way. Those instincts had made him valuable in investigations and nearly impossible in every relationship that required patience without proof.

He swallowed them with effort.

“All right,” he said.

Owen sounded surprised by the concession, which told Jonah something about himself he did not want to examine.

“I’ll send you a copy when you’re ready.”

“I didn’t say I’d ever be ready.”

“I know.”

The call might have ended there if Owen had let it. Instead, his father remained on the line, and the silence changed texture. Jonah waited.

“There was a woman,” Owen said at last.

Jonah reached for the pen.

“At the funeral?”

“After. Maybe two weeks after. Your mother was asleep. You were out somewhere, probably Bellwether. A woman came by the house. Older than you, younger than me. County badge or state badge, I don’t remember. She asked whether Mara had any distinctive jewelry.”

Jonah wrote distinctive jewelry. “Why?”

“She said they were confirming returned personal effects.”

“Mara’s effects were already returned.”

“I told her that.”

“What did she ask about?”

“A silver bracelet with a little blue stone in it.”

Jonah stopped writing.

Mara had worn a silver bracelet with a small turquoise-colored stone since high school. It had been returned with her personal effects in a sealed envelope, bent out of shape and threaded with mud. Jonah had seen it on the kitchen table while his mother sobbed over the inventory sheet.

“They had the bracelet,” Jonah said.

“I know.”

“Who was the woman?”

“I don’t remember.”

“Did she give a name?”

“If she did, I forgot it on purpose.”

The answer was so plain that Jonah did not question it.

“What else?” he asked.

“She said sometimes items were logged twice during intake. That was the word she used. Intake. I remember because I asked what intake had to do with a body found in the river, and she looked at me like she had stepped on something she didn’t know was there.”

Jonah’s pen pressed deep enough to score the paper.

“She left after that?”

“She apologized. Said she had the wrong file. Your mother woke up before the woman reached the street, and I told her it was a church lady because I couldn’t put one more question in that room.”

Jonah stared at the word intake on his pad. Intake meant alive in most shelter contexts. Intake meant arrival, registration, triage, assignment, movement. Bodies recovered from floodwater did not go through shelter intake. They went through recovery, identification, medical examiner chain, property inventory. Someone had come to Owen’s house asking about an item that had already been returned, using a word from a process Mara supposedly never entered.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Jonah asked.

Owen’s answer came quietly. “Because you would have become exactly what you became, only faster.”

Jonah had no defense for that. His father knew it and did not press.

“I’m sorry,” Owen said, and the apology was strange because Jonah could not tell which part of their lives it belonged to.

“I’ll be careful,” Jonah said.

“No, you’ll be thorough. Those aren’t the same.”

The line clicked dead before Jonah could answer.

He remained standing with the phone in his hand while the office held its shape around him. The batteryless wall clock sat on the desk with its hands still fixed at 2:43, the photograph watched from the board, and the legal pad now held a phrase that had not appeared in any official file he possessed: logged twice during intake.

He sat and opened a new document. The title appeared at the top in plain black type.

MARA SUTTER TIMELINE: RECONSTRUCTION

The first entry was easy.

1:18 a.m.: Call from Mara. Apartment complex taking water. Main bridge blocked.

He entered the text from memory, then checked the old phone records scanned into the file. The time matched.

1:41 a.m.: Text from Mara: water over low section but moving slow.

1:46 a.m.: Text from Mara: I see lights ahead.

He paused over the next line. For fourteen years, the next entry had belonged to silence. After 1:46, the official timeline became a chain of absence: no confirmed contact, the vehicle recovered downstream, her body found two days later, and an estimated death around 2:00 a.m. prior to arrival at a designated shelter.

He moved the cursor to the blank line beneath 1:46 and typed slowly.

2:43 a.m.: Photograph shows Mara alive outside Bellwether County Emergency Annex.

The sentence sat on the screen with more force than any shout would have had. Jonah read it three times. The official timeline had once been a wall. Now it had a door cut into it, and behind that door was an hour filled with water, corrected routes, missing records, and his sister standing beneath emergency lights wrapped in a gray blanket someone had placed around her shoulders because she had made it inside alive.

His phone vibrated against the desk.

Unknown number.

Jonah answered without speaking.

For a moment he heard only road noise, wind against a microphone, maybe a passing truck. Then Rina Sells said his name as if she had hoped not to use it again.

“You said Box 19,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Where did you hear that?”

“It came to me with the photograph.”

Rina inhaled sharply, but the sound was controlled. She had always been good at receiving damage without giving the person who caused it the satisfaction of watching her bleed.

“Listen to me,” she said. “Do not take anything to the county yet.”

“I wasn’t planning to.”

“Do not scan it on a public machine, do not email it to anyone with a county address, do not call the sheriff’s office, and do not go to the annex alone.”

Jonah looked at the board. “You’ve seen the box.”

“No,” Rina said. “I saw the list it disappeared from.”

“When?”

“Years ago. Before they fired me. Before they made sure nobody would hire me for anything except school-board recaps and restaurant openings.”

“Was Mara on it?”

Rina was silent long enough that the answer moved through him before she gave it.

“I don’t know,” she said. “The copy I saw had names redacted. But there was a hold category for disputed intakes, and one line matched her age, sex, and route. I tried to find the original. Two days later, the archive index changed.”

“Changed how?”

“Box 19 stopped existing.”

Jonah looked at the file label strip sealed in plastic on his desk.

“It exists,” he said.

Rina’s voice lowered. “Then somebody wants you to open something they were afraid to touch themselves.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know.”

“Guess.”

“No.” Her answer came hard. “That’s how this thing eats people. It turns guesses into names, lets almost become proof, and leaves witnesses with enough memory to ruin themselves without helping anybody else.”

Jonah felt irritation rise, old and familiar. “I have a photograph of my sister alive at the annex.”

“I believe you.”

The irritation faltered.

“I believed it before you had the photograph,” Rina continued. “That’s why I’m telling you to slow down.”

“Slowing down is how they buried it.”

“Running at it is how they’ll bury you with it.”

The sentence should have sounded dramatic. Coming from Rina, it sounded like field advice.

Jonah turned the pen between his fingers. “Can you meet?”

“Not there.”

“Where?”

“I’m driving now. Give me two hours. There’s an old feed store outside Nolan Creek, north side of Bellwether. It’s closed. Gravel lot. No cameras unless somebody added them recently.”

“You sound prepared.”

“I’ve had fourteen years to be sorry I wasn’t.”

The line went quiet except for wind and tires.

“Bring copies,” she said. “Leave the originals somewhere safe. And Jonah?”

“Yeah.”

“If the photograph shows what you say it shows, the official record isn’t wrong.”

He waited, already disliking the shape of the sentence.

“It was corrected,” Rina said.

Then she hung up.

Jonah set the phone down and looked at the open timeline on his computer. The words waited in neat order, giving form to a night that had never agreed to stay formed. He saved the document, backed it up, and printed a copy. Then he removed a hard case from the bottom filing cabinet, the waterproof one he used for field drives and irreplaceable documents. The originals went inside with silica packets, labeled sleeves, and a flash drive containing scans. He locked the case and placed it in the wall safe behind the bookcase, a precaution installed after a contractor once tried to steal his notes from a roof-failure claim.

The copies went into a separate folder.

He closed the old Bellwether file last. Its weight had changed. For years it had been a closed thing he reopened because he could not stop himself. Now it felt incomplete in a different way, less like a wound picked open and more like a record that had been waiting for a missing page to return.

Jonah put on his jacket, took the folder, and turned off the office lights.

At the door, he stopped and looked back.

The batteryless wall clock sat on the desk beside the empty coffee mug, its second hand still and its minute hand fixed at 2:43. He considered taking it with him, then left it where it was. Evidence did not always need to be carried. Some things were better left in place until a person understood what had changed around them.

He locked the office and went down the narrow stairs to the street. The morning had warmed, and the rain from the night before was already drying from the pavement. His truck waited at the curb with a thin skin of dust along the windshield and a dent near the rear wheel well from a hail inspection that had gone badly two years earlier. He placed the folder on the passenger seat, the same place Mara had once sat with her bare feet on the dash, laughing at official road signs as if the world could be mocked into mercy.

Jonah started the engine.

The dashboard clock blinked once, reset itself, and changed from 9:48 to 2:43 before going dark.
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Chapter Three


The Borrowed Hour
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Jonah took the old highway east because the interstate would have been faster and worse. Fast roads had a way of flattening distance into obligation, and he needed the miles to arrive with weight. The folder sat on the passenger seat inside a plain brown envelope, copies only, nothing irreplaceable, though his eyes kept moving toward it as if the photograph had found a way to press through paper and plastic. He had placed the hard case in the wall safe, locked the office, checked the door twice, and still felt as if he had left Mara exposed behind him. That was the first sign the old pattern had already started working through him again. Evidence turned into duty too quickly when Mara’s face was anywhere near it, and duty had always known how to excuse the damage done in its name.

The highway carried him past low commercial strips, storage units, gas stations, equipment yards, and stretches of open land broken by cedar, pasture fence, and the slow rise of late-morning heat off the road. Clouds remained from the overnight rain, pale gray and thinning, with sunlight pressing through in places hard enough to make the ditches shine. Jonah kept both hands on the wheel and let the truck settle into a steady speed. Bellwether had already trained him through worse drives: storm-dark roads, a year-after return with a box of files on the seat, and later inspections on the county’s outer edges that he pretended had nothing to do with Mara because he had learned how to lie in ways that sounded practical.

He passed a mile marker bent at the base, its reflective face scratched dull by weather and road grit. For half a second it looked like the old road signs from Bellwether, the ones that had guided people through rain toward shelters already too full to receive them properly. Mara used to make fun of signs like that. She said official language could turn any human emergency into a chore someone had failed to complete in triplicate. Signs like road subject to flooding and proceed with caution annoyed her because they made fear sound like a simple failure to follow instructions. Anyone who needed the warning was already doing the best they could.

The memory came whole enough to bring the old truck smell with it.

It had been June, three months before the flood, a hot Saturday with the kind of Central Texas light that made every windshield look dirty no matter how recently it had been washed. Jonah had driven to Bellwether to help Mara move from one apartment to another, though help was a generous word for what she allowed. She had packed badly on purpose, or so it seemed to him at the time. She had packed with the private logic of someone who believed moving day should survive on pressure: laundry in trash bags, books in grocery sacks, one lamp carried without its shade. Kitchen drawers dumped into a plastic tote where forks, batteries, takeout menus, and a small hammer had become one dangerous category. Mara claimed she worked better under pressure. Jonah claimed pressure was the name people gave to consequences when they wanted them to sound romantic.

She rode in his passenger seat with the window half down and her bare feet on the dash, toenails painted blue, one hand moving through the hot air outside. He told her to put her feet down because an airbag would break her legs. She told him he had spent too much time around accident reports and needed to talk to people who were alive more often.

“I talk to people,” he said.

“People who hired you because a roof fell in.”

“That still counts.”

“No, that counts as interviewing the recently inconvenienced.”

He remembered laughing because Mara could make him laugh even when he had already decided to be irritated. She had a talent for slipping past the locks people placed around themselves and then acting surprised when they opened. As a child she had followed Jonah everywhere until he complained, then followed him anyway. As a teenager she borrowed his old CDs, dented his first truck, and once forged his signature on a school form so their father would not find out she had skipped a field trip and gone to Austin with friends. Jonah had been furious for almost a day. Mara had apologized by leaving a gas-station burrito on his desk with a note that said evidence of remorse, refrigerate if not accepted.

By the time she was twenty-three, she had become someone Jonah could argue with honestly, which mattered to him more than he said. Their mother was gone, their father had narrowed into a quieter version of himself, and Jonah was already becoming the kind of man who trusted records because feelings had proven too unstable to keep a household standing. Mara resisted that in him. She called him Mr. Probable Cause when he overexplained, accused him of conducting site assessments in restaurants when he checked ceiling stains, and told him one night over burgers that he kept trying to solve life as if every bad thing had a point of origin he could circle in red.

“Most bad things do,” he told her.

“Maybe,” she said. “Still doesn’t mean they owe you a confession.”

He had forgotten that line until now. The mind did that. It kept entire conversations buried under larger losses, then returned one sentence years later with enough accuracy to feel like accusation. Jonah drove with his eyes on the road and felt the old highway pull him deeper into the last ordinary season of Mara’s life, when everything that would later become evidence had still been only habit.

She had moved into the Bellwether apartment because it was cheap and closer to the veterinary clinic where she worked the front desk while taking night classes without any great confidence that the degree would lead somewhere useful. She loved animals in a sharp, unsentimental way. The clinic owner said Mara could calm vicious dogs by refusing to flatter them and frightened owners by telling them exactly what the vet was doing before they had time to invent worse possibilities. Jonah believed that. Mara had never confused kindness with softness. She could be tender and impatient in the same breath, which made people trust her because at least neither part felt performed.

The flood report reduced her to adult female occupant, single vehicle, presumed route, recovered personal effects. Jonah knew administrative language had purpose. He had used it himself. It made large events manageable by shaving human life down to fields that could fit inside a table. In that language, Mara became someone moved by water. In Jonah’s memory, she remained the girl who put her feet on his dashboard and mocked road signs as if language itself should have been ashamed of failing people.

His phone buzzed in the center console. He glanced down at a message from an unknown number, just an address pinned outside Nolan Creek and the words back lot. Rina. He did not answer. The meeting was less than an hour away, and any reply would only become proof of motion without adding information. He set the phone facedown and took the next stretch of road under a canopy of pecan branches leaning over the shoulder.

The closer he got to Bellwether County, the more the landscape began showing the flood through repairs visitors would miss: newer concrete at culverts, mismatched guardrails, houses rebuilt higher on blocks, and empty foundations behind chain-link fence where residents had taken the insurance money, if they received any, and left before the next storm could teach them the same lesson twice. Businesses returned first along the highway because commerce had a stronger stomach than memory. Churches came next. Houses slower. Some families never came back, and their lots filled with grass, discarded tires, and volunteer trees growing through old driveways.

Jonah saw these things without trying. He could not enter a damaged place without reading the sequence of repair: new roof over old siding, fresh drywall under original trim, flood lines hidden badly behind furniture. A property told the truth about what happened to it unless someone had spent real money teaching it to lie. Bellwether had been taught to lie unevenly. Some places announced recovery while others held damage close. The county offices had new signs, new carpet, and old employees who looked away when he introduced himself.

Mara had lived in Building C at the Riverbend Apartments, a name that sounded scenic until water turned it literal. Jonah had not planned to drive by. He told himself that twice before he took the exit that led toward the south side of town. The old complex appeared after a curve, though it had been renamed Cypress Landing and painted a flat beige that made the buildings look larger and emptier. The lower units had been gutted after the flood and rebuilt with vinyl floors, modern doors, and exterior lights bright enough to satisfy an insurance inspector. A retention wall ran behind the property now. The drainage channel had been widened. None of that existed the night Mara called.

Jonah parked across the street near a vacant lot where a convenience store had once stood. He left the engine running for a while, air blowing cool against his face, hands resting on the wheel. Building C sat behind a row of trimmed shrubs. A woman in scrubs came down the stairs carrying a lunch bag. Two children argued over a scooter near the mailbox. A maintenance worker dragged a hose across the walkway with bored patience. The place had done what damaged places often did when given enough time and money. It had continued without apology.

He turned off the engine and stepped out.

Heat met him with the smell of wet grass and old asphalt. He crossed the street slowly because his body seemed to understand the location before he decided what to do with it. The sidewalk had been replaced along the front of the property. He remembered cracked concrete, standing water in the low spots, a crooked sign warning residents not to park along the fire lane. Now the sign was clean, red letters sharp against white metal. Visitor parking only. Vehicles subject to tow at owner’s expense. The language had survived because warnings always did.

Mara’s old apartment was on the second floor, third door from the stairwell. She had chosen the upstairs unit because Jonah told her ground floors were more vulnerable to plumbing failures, insects, theft, and neighbor noise, and she had rolled her eyes while signing the lease. During the flood, upstairs had saved her from water coming through the door, at least for a while. The lower breezeway had filled first. She called from the landing with rain blowing in and people shouting below. Jonah could still hear the wind chewing through her words, the frustration in her voice, the way she tried to make fear practical.

The bridge is blocked. Everybody’s saying different things.

Stay upstairs if you can.

Water’s coming into the first floor. Mrs. Alvarez is downstairs with the baby.

Can you get to your Jeep?

I can if I go now.

He had opened the county alert page then, thumb slipping on the wet steering wheel, scanner chatter cutting in and out through the truck speakers. Main bridge closed, school gym at capacity, emergency annex accepting overflow, County Route 19 conditionally passable. He saw the yellow line on the route map. He had always remembered that yellow line with such detail that part of him wondered whether memory had made it brighter to keep him guilty.

Take 19, he told her. Go slow and stay in the center where you can. Do not stop in moving water. If it looks bad, turn around.

Jonah stood near the foot of the stairs and looked up at the door that was no longer hers. A potted fern hung beside it now, brown at the tips. Someone had placed a small welcome mat with cartoon dogs outside. The details angered him before he could stop them, then embarrassed him for being angered. People were allowed to live where Mara had lived. They were allowed to hang plants, buy cheap mats, complain about rent, burn dinner, lose keys, and answer phones without knowing that a dead woman had once stood on that landing deciding whether to trust her brother’s directions.

A voice behind him said, “Can I help you?”

Jonah turned. The maintenance worker stood by the walkway, hose in hand, a man in his early sixties with a sunburned face and a belt heavy with keys. His expression held the mild suspicion of someone responsible for property that was never fully his.

“I used to know someone who lived here,” Jonah said.

The man studied him. “A long time ago?”

“Fourteen years.”

“Flood year.”

“Yes.”

The man’s face changed slightly, recognizing Jonah by category more than by name. The flood had taught people to sort one another that way, and Jonah could feel the maintenance worker placing him before he spoke again: one of the men who came back years later and stood where others wanted them to stop standing.

“I was here after,” the man said. “Cleanup crew at first. Stayed on when they needed maintenance.”

Jonah took a business card from
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